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CHIEF McGRATH: Today's date is 
Wednesday, January 2nd, 2002. The time is 
1353 hours. I am Battalion Chief James 


McGrath of the New York City Fire 


Department. I'm conducting an interview 


with Battalion Chief Thomas Vallebuona. 


This interview would be regarding the events 


of September llth, 2001. This interview is 


taking place in the quarters of Battalion 21 

in Staten Island. 

Q. Tom, if you would just start from 
whenever you received the alarm, and responding 
to the scene and tell us in your own words 
exactly what happened. 

A. Myself and Steve Zasa were working the 
night tour in the 21 Battalion. Around 8:00 in 
the morning, we got a run to the hospital, Bailey 


Seton Hospital, which is close to the shoreline 


of New York Harbor on Staten Island. 
As we were taking up from the box -- it 
was a 1035 -- a fellow came down the stairs and 


told us that he just heard from his wife that 


there's been an explosion in the World Trade 


Center. 
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So from there we went down to the 


quarters of Marine 9, and we were watching across 


the bay. We could see the fire in the north 


tower, when the next plane that was going to hit 


the south tower flew over our heads. 


I called up the dispatcher to volunteer 


to go to the first one, and 


after the plane went 


over our heads we were notified to relocate to 


the 32 Battalion. 


We then relocated to the 32 
Battalion -- we got there pretty quick. The 
bridge was already closed to traffic. The cops 


there were doing a great job. We talked to the 


dispatcher and made notifications. I could hear 


Rescue 5 wanting to go, and 
them to go yet. Then I thi 
relocating them, but I was 


I thought they should send 


they weren't telling 


nk they were 


telling the dispatcher 


going to need all the help 


When I got to the 


rescue because they'r 


they can get. 


32 Battalion, we 


found the crew from the 32 Battalion was in 


quarters, but their car was 


arrival we were notified to 


not there. Upon 


bring them over toa 


command post at the World Trade Center, and I 
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believe it was Vesey and Broadway, which at that 
time I wasn't really sure where that was. 

So we took as many cylinders as we 
could in the rig from the depot at 101 and 202, 
and we proceeded through the tunnel. The tunnel 


had already been closed by the Fire Department. 


There were staging units there. We were waved 


through. 
Upon coming out of the tunnel, I looked 


up West Street, and I could see a lot of 


apparatus. So I decided because the Brooklyn 
dispatcher had asked us to come back to Brooklyn 
1£f we could and I wasn't sure of the location of 
the command post they gave us, so I decided to 


stop on West Street, roughly in front of 90 West 


Street, opposite, actually, and walk up the 


street, because I could see chiefs setting up on 


the other side of the pedestrian bridge just 


beyond Liberty Street on West Street on the 


sidewalk area. I could s thr chiefs setting 
up there. So I figured I would go up there and 
ask them where they wanted me to bring the chief 


from the 32 and if they wanted me to stay. 


Upon walking up, as I got to the other 
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side of the pedestrian bridge, I asked them if 


they wanted me to stay. They seemed actively 
involved. I looked up. I realized how bad 


things were, and I said they're going to want me 


TOO. 


I decided to go back to the car and get 


my gear, because we weren't sure and we figured 


we would just report in there because there was a 


lot of activity going on, although the street 
seemed amazingly empty. It was a beautiful, 
beautiful fall day. 


Upon getting back to the car, I started 


to grab my turnout gear. I told the other chief 


go up there, see what's going on, that 


check in up there and I'll be right behind 


him, let them know that we have some cylinders 


here, as silly as it seems now, when I heard 


"boom," an exploding sound, a real loud bang. I 


looked up, and I could s the Trade Center 
starting to come down, the south tower, which I 
guess I was about a block away from. 

Looking up in total amazement, I 
couldn't believe what I was seeing, which 


probably everybody was in the same boat. I saw 
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stuff coming off the side of the building. It 
looked like a giant fountain. It was actually 
beautiful in a strange way. I said I can't be 
here; I must be back in the firehouse. 

But within seconds -- it was probably 


less, because they say the building came down in 


eight and a half seconds, I realized that we 
weren't far enough away from this building and we 
were going to be hit by stuff. It seemed like 


you could just see stuff spiraling out like a 


cone. 
So we proceeded to try and outrun it, 

myself and my aide, Stevie Zasa. We were holding 

hands. Within seconds we're engulfed in a cloud 


that you couldn't see your hands in front of your 


face. It was hard to breathe, if almost 
impossible. You felt like you were eating the 
dust. You could hear things falling around you. 


You couldn't see anything. 
We didn't get hit by anything, luckily. 
We hunkered down because we didn't want to keep 


on running, because we couldn't run. The thought 


in my mind is we were going to end up like the 


people in Pompeii, totally buried in ash and 


dust. 
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When I saw the cloud coming towards me, 


it was brownish and like a color that I said this 


has got t 


o be hot. You didn't know what it was. 


I figured we were going to get burnt up, but we 


didn't. 

After half a Hail Mary, I said we've 
got to get out of here. So we started to crawl 
around. We worked our way south, and we worked 
our way west one block. I don't know whether 


there's a 


that, but 
way down 


I would s 


on the co 
side of t 
a store. 

bring peo 
around in 
directing 
bringing 

People we 


like minu 


street on West Street that would be off 


probably down to Albany. We made our 


to Albany Street, according to this map. 
ay it was Albany. 


I went down Albany and to the buildings 


rner of Albany and End, but on the east 


hat building, I got in there and I found 


We opened up a store, and we started to 


ple in there. People were walking 

this cloud. I had a light, so I was 
people in with the light, and we were 
them in. A lot of people were in there. 


re just wandering around. What seemed 


tes but actually it turned out to be, I 
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guess, 20 minutes or more when the dust finally 


cleared. 


We got back to the apparatus, which was 


parked opposite 90 West Street. There were 
firemen coming up the street. I remember 


seeing -- I'm not sure what the fellow's name is. 


He was running up the street. He said, "Come on, 


Chief. We've got to do something. We've got to 


do something." I said, "Wait a minute. Let's 


just figure out what's going on. Let's get our 
act together." 

As I looked over in front of me, I 
guess Chief Cruthers had just shown up, because 


he didn't look like he was dusty or anything; he 


looked pretty good. He had his car there. He 
had plans or map -- I don't know -- on his car. 


I procured my mask, because I figured 


the other on it only made sense that 
something else was going to happen. I put my 
mask on and I had it ready. I had no gear still, 
but I had a mask because I didn't think I could 
breathe that stuff again. 


I went over to talk to Chief Cruthers. 


I saw guys running up the street. I was trying 
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to stop them from running up the street, but I 


don't know what happened to a lot of those guys. 


Myself and Chief Cruthers started to talk and I 


said, "What should we do?" And "ba-boom" again, 


the same sound, the same noise, the sam 


shuddering, shrilling noise of the metal falling 


as it cascades down. Even though it's further 


away, it seemed like almost a worse cloud. 


We wer ngulfed again in the cloud, 


but we sort of had a better idea. The stuff was 


hitting around us more, it seemed like, that 


time. I don't know why. You could hear like 


things hitting the ground, "boom, boom, boom," 
and stuff. Still we were lucky. 
I lost track of everybody this time. I 


lost track of the aide. I was on my own. I 


really don't remember how we got out of that one 
or if it cleared sooner. But the next time we 
came up the street, I used my mask this time to 
try to take a few shots. It turned out being a 
mistake because I got the proverbial shot of crap 
in my face and dust, my eyes were impounded. 

We came back, and I didn't know where 


Stevie was, and I was really upset about that. 
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Where I thought Chief Cruthers had run, there was 


a big piece of the World Trade Center. I don't 


know how it went over the walkway. 

Where I saw a line go up the street 
towards the pedestrian bridge -- probably I guess 
you would call it the east side of the pedestrian 


bridge, there was a line going up the street 


there. I don't remember if it was from the squad 
trying to take a line up there. But I was trying 
to hold people back, and they went up there. But 


where that line went up, there was nothing but a 


pile of rubble on top of it. There must have 


been like 15 I don't know how high it was. 


I heard radio traffic, but I couldn't 
figure out what was going on or who was doing 
what. I walked my way up the street and I went 
under the pedestrian bridge. When I came out, it 
was clear. Now the dust was pretty clear. I saw 


Charlie Blaich was on top of a pile there 


directing he looked like a Currier & Ives 
thing, the old Currier & Ives. I couldn't 
believe, he was calm as hell. He was doing a 
terrific job directing guys that I couldn't. 


I said, "Charlie, I don't know what's 
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going on here. I'm really kind of beat up." I 


was pretty beat up. I said, "I'm going to go 


down, and I'll get water," because we had some 


pumpers hooked up before this and ready to go 


both times. I think even before the first one we 
had a pumper hooked up on West Street and ready 
to go. 


I told Charlie -- he didn't recognize 


me, because he said I looked like a black man 
dressed up in white face. It's not funny, but 
that's the way it looked. 

I went down the street, and we started 


using the pumper. 90 West Street had a couple of 


floors of fire going at the time. There was a 


fire on the first floor, and we felt there was a 


fire in the basement. We went in the front 
vestibule door, and the air was sucking in. 
So we got some lines, and we were going 


to try and extinguish fire in that building. 90 


West Street also had a -- which we were very 


concerned about, had a scaffolding around it all 


the way up. It was a gigantic building, under 
construction. 


The apparatus was starting to burn up 
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on the street, and there were a lot of fires 
burning all around us. A lot of cars were 


starting to take off, some ambulances. I think 


it was 113's rig was starting to burn up. A guy 


said, "Chief" -- It was not that you didn't care. 


I did care. We were trying to do stuff. Guys 


were cooperating. I was the only chief there at 


that time. People would take leadership very 
well. Whatever you wanted to offer, they would 


do. Guys were very cooperative. 


So we got some lines going and we were 
trying to knock things down, and the lines 
basically went flat. They didn't go flat, but 
they went limp, almost. You realized right away 


that the mains must have gone out in either the 


first or the second collapse. Basically our 
water supply was nothing. It wasn't even enough 


for one line coming off that pump. We were 


trying to work on other -- trying to find other 
sources of water. 


The time span now I couldn't really 


even tell you as the day went on like how long 


this took, how long that took. We gave up on 90 


West Street as far as an interior operation goes, 
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because we had no masks. We had no 
communications. We had a limited amount of 
people. Quite frankly, that would have been a 
fifth alarm, that building, without what was 


going on. 


My objective at that time was to not 


lose anybody else at this fire, which I felt at 


that time would be a miracle. Of course as we 


all know, that has become a miracle that nobody 


else really died after this that we know of. 


I just tried to keep people out of the 


way of 90 West Street. After we realized w 


couldn't do an interior operation, I tried to 
keep people from walking up underneath the 
scaffolding. I was grievously concerned with 


that because all day long you could hear it 


seemed like rivets or whatever pinging off the 


thing going "ping, ping." 


We tried to set up in front of not 90 


West Street but the Marriott and work off that 


corner. For some miraculous way, I told guys to 


go down -- I don't know how this ever worked out, 


but I told them to go to the waterfront and see 


if they could see a fire boat. 
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It seemed like within a remarkable 


amount of time -- I don't want to say minutes, 


because obviously it couldn't be. It seemed like 


shortly thereafter lines were coming up the 


street, three and a half inch lines. 

We supplied the standpipe with 
non-potable water at the Marriott, and I sent a 
guy from 108 Truck -- I'll never forget that, 
because it was a former company of mine. A guy 


said, "108 Truck here." I said, "Go get a 


stang," which we all know that's not what we call 


it anymore. I said, "Go to the roof of the 


Marriott, and you take a line off the manifold 


and we'll start" because the roof of 90 West 


Street was proceeding to burn at that time also. 
The objective, as I'm telling you, was 
to keep the fire from extending and to not lose 
any more people. 
We got hand lines into the Marriott 
also, and we operated off the standpipe. I don't 
know how we did it. Companies were coming in 


from New Jersey who were helping us stretch 


lines. People were really working good. We had 


a couple lines going across from the Marriott and 
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off the roof. 

That fire I heard was burning right 
through to the next day, but I felt like at least 
we knocked down and did confine somewhat the fire 
there. 

It wasn't total chaos. As people came 


up the street, if I saw somebody from SOC -- it 


was a wonderful thing to see the guys from Staten 


Island come in and all the guys I knew. It's 


remarkable how fast that was happening. 

As people would come in, I would have 
guys work with me. Bobby Mosier showed up, and 
he showed his terrific ability to lead. But as 


guys would come in, I would send guys from SOC up 


the street up to Charlie, and we would keep the 
guys down there to confine the fire. 
I would say around 4 or 5:00 I was kind 


of burnt up, and I couldn't bear to see another 


building fall down. So I took a walk down the 


street and took a rest. I told Bobby Mosier. He 


said he didn't mind. A lot of chiefs were ther 


at the time around West Street at that sector. I 


just sat down for a while, relaxed, called home 


and told everybody I was alive. 


as it got dark, but I 


down to a clinic that 


Street 


doctor 


over to the 
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I went back and tried to do some more 


couldn't see. So I went 


was set up on Washington 


down there someplace, a triage center. A 


couldn't wash out my eyes, 


so I got a ride 


hospital on the other side of town. 


I walked back, and I guess around 11, 12:00 I 


went home. 


That's about it, I guess. 


Just a couple of quick things perhaps 


you could clarify. 


Do you know whose pumper it was that 


you were taking the lines 


Street? 
A. The pumpers ran 
QO. But do you know 
A. No. We started 


off to go to 90 West 


out of water. 


whose pumper it was? 


getting things going. 


I remember 15 Truck I believe we used as a tower 


ladder also on the side there at 90 West Street 


with Captain McKinney, Timmy McKinney, a couple 


guys. 


The pumpers ther 


you know, people 


were coming in. It was amazing the stuff that 


was going on; it really was. 
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The other thing, as I'm sure you're 
aware, not too much, there were body parts all 
over the place. It was just total -- 

Q. What about the company that was 
stretching, do you remember any of the companies? 

A. T had 108 Truck. I had the Captain of 
D9. I think he had his guys. We knocked down a 


fire on the first floor of 90 West Street, and he 


went to the entrance to the basement. He's a 
pretty good firemen -- which they're all great 
firemen -- but he had tremendous amount of heat, 
had no mask. He felt there was no way we 


belonged in the basement there also. 


What other companies? Let me think. 


It's really hard to recall because things were so 
screwed up and guys were coming in. I really 
can't remember the company numbers. I don't know 
why. It's just hard. There's a lot of stuff you 
just don't remember. 

QO. I'm sure. 

Any radio transmissions that you can 

remember? 

A. I heard maydays in the beginning. 


Whose they were, I can't really remember. I 
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always tried to train myself to key in on 


mayday: , ey 


The guys were really terrific. I never 
had more people follow orders and do the right 
thing in my whole time. Guys went up the street 
that should have gone up the street. It was 
terrific. 

But the units I just can't remember, 
Jerry. I really can't remember what units, the 
numbers. We got our order from Marine 1. A lot 
of firemen came over from New Jersey -- I don't 
know how they got there; I guess by boat -- and 


they were stretching lines up the street too, 
quite a few lines. 


Those fire boats, I tell you, if they 
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don't know they need new fire boats by now, 
they're never going to know. 
Q. All right. Is there anything else in 


particular that you can think of that you might 


want to add? 


A. That's it. 


Q. All right. I want to thank you very 


much for all your information. 


CHIEF McGRATH: This will conclude the 


interview, then. The time is 1412. Once 


again, this interview took place in the 


quarters of the 21 Battalion. 


